The idea that all the early medieval 'micro-Christendoms' in the West perceived themselves as so many 'New Israels' has recently attracted some justified criticism, but all the same, the Old Testament histories and their authoritative tales of kings past were a constant source of inspiration and trepidation for early medieval rulers and their learned courtiers. 4 How, then, did the Old Testament affect the role of the early medieval gentes after the dissolution of the Roman Empire? 5 Obviously, it could be used as a resource of identification in the early medieval kingdoms of the Latin West. That, however, was not simply a question of styling one or another people as God's elect. More importantly, the Bible prominently featured ethnic distinctions. The Old Testament could help to interpret and legitimize the new world of ethnically defined kingdoms in Europe. The Bible, more than any other text in Western culture, served as a 'Great Code' (as Northrop Frye has called it), a master-narrative that could inspire and empower a great variety of codes and narratives that gave meaning to political, social and cultural practices. 6 This was not a straightforward operation; the Great
Code was so successful precisely because it could be used for diverse aims and arguments.
This also applies to its treatment of ethnicity. Apart from more or less subtle stylizations of single chosen peoples within a biblical matrix (which were relatively rare in the early Middle
, what mattered most was that the Old Testament encouraged using ethnic distinctions as a structuring principle of the social world. This is a field that has awaited comprehensive treatment. 8 Indeed, studies of late antique and early medieval identities have often juxtaposed ethnicity and Christianity. Ethnicity was seen as a particularist, barbarian, predominantly military, and lists a number of features such as a common culture, a shared past, and a sense of solidarity, then it also applies to religious, civic, political, territorial and many other forms of identity, not only to ethnicity. 21 I agree with Gruen that, heuristically speaking, ideas of common origin as a distinctive feature of ethnicity are more adequate. However, we should apply more realistic criteria to judge when such ideas can be assumed. The Latin, and to an extent also the Greek terminology is based on procreation (gens, genos/genus, natio) and clearly suggests common descent. Ethnos has a different etymology and a broader semantic range (for instance, it can also refer to a swarm of bees -but they are usually of common origin! -p. 1 and pp. 13-20). We cannot expect that notions of common origin are regularly made explicit in our sources. Why should they, if the author could expect that his audience would understand it that way? Even for us, there are enough clues to this implicit understanding in the sources. The Bible, for instance, provides a clear genealogy of peoples derived from the sons of Noah. In most cases, we can still clearly decipher when terms such as ethnos or gens are used for peoples and carry an ethnic meaning, and when they are employed in a more metaphorical sense. In some cases, ethnic terms and ethnonyms may only approximately correspond to scholarly definitions of ethnicity. But on the whole, they allowed distinguishing between peoples and thus provided orientation in a complex social world. It is this function of placing social groups within a largely coherent system of distinctions, however fuzzy it may have been at the margins, which can meaningfully be called 'ethnicity'. Ethnicity can then be regarded as a system of distinctions between more or less analogous social groups which are generally perceived as being naturally constituted by their common origin.
As a next step, we should differentiate between ethnicity as a relational and cognitive system, on the one hand, and ethnic identity/ethnic group as it emerges from the social practice of identification, on the other. That may also be helpful to judge whether the early Christians were in any sense an ethnic group. Distinguishing themselves from Greeks and Jews, they could be classed as a tertium genus in a matrix that included ethnicity. Some Christians may have found that reassuring, while others, such as Tertullian, refused this ethnic dimension of their identity. 22 The insistent use of ethnic language tells us a lot about the early Christians' search for identity, which we could not appreciate if we decided that this language was not ethnic at all. But there would be little heuristic value in arguing that the Christians actually were an ethnic group.
Of course, one will rarely find a group that is only ethnic, without having to rely on further identifications with a territory, a political unit and/or a religious cult. Identities on the ground were necessarily composite. Ethnic identifications could matter more or less in them. More often than not, they included a strong religious dimension. It is therefore doubtful whether it makes much sense to debate whether Jewish identity was either religious or ethnic.
Distinguishing between ethnic and religious identifications is of course a legitimate level of analysis; but the distinction has its limits, for both modes of identification are often closely intertwined, especially in the Jewish case. Ethnic language may be used to describe religious affiliations, and vice versa. That is not a flaw in the language ('no stability holds in the vocabulary' 23 ). It reflected the actual dynamic of Jewish identity, which was both ethnic and 22 See the different interpretations in Horell, '"Race", "Nation", "People"', p. 133, and Gruen, 'Did Ancient Identity Depend on Ethnicity', p. 19. 23 Gruen, 'Did Ancient Identity Depend on Ethnicity', p. 1.
religious. It surely makes sense to discuss whether religious or ethnic modes of identification prevailed at a certain time or were more important to certain groups of people, although these identifications may not always be clearly distinguishable.
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All societies develop symbolic codes for the construction and delimitation of communities, which is an elementary operation in the production of social realities. As the sociologist Bernhard Giesen has shown, this distinction between insiders and outsiders can, in some cases, be relatively pragmatic and straightforward, depending on the degree of familiarity with and the social distance towards strangers. In other cases, the delineation between ingroup and out-group can be charged with additional meanings (for instance, good and bad;
high and low; civilized and barbarian), which will increase its impact. 25 Both ethnicity and religion offer powerful mechanisms of inclusion/exclusion that can be easily combined to reinforce the symbolic charge. Certainly, Judaism and Christianity provided codes of collective identity which carried highly symbolical significance. Nothing less than the question of salvation or condemnation depended on membership in the group, whether it was 'the people of Israel' or 'the Church'.
But that is not the bottom line. After all, many ethnic or religious groups had their exclusive gods who afforded protection, and sometimes also promised salvation, only to members.
What was special about both Judaism and Christianity is that they not only drew highly charged boundaries between them and the rest of the world, the goyim, the gentes or the pagans, but at the same time, they dynamized these identities. These affiliations only became meaningful along the high-tension line of the history of salvation. To enjoy the benefits of the covenant, one not only had to belong to the people of Israel, one needed to accept an elaborate system of beliefs and follow a set of rigid moral and ritual rules. The Christians had similarly ambitious expectations; it was not enough to be baptized and to follow the standard religious procedures to attain salvation. But we are dispersed across the whole world'. 39 His choice of stable settlement as the criterion by which to distinguish the Jews from the Christians has a rather ironic sense to itclearly, it is the Jews of the Old Testament rather than those of the diaspora who are being discussed.
Between the fourth and sixth centuries, the notion of an all-encompassing populus Christianus, shaped after the model of Rome, could serve as a basis for the ideology of a Christian Empire. As the idea of an all-encompassing Christian Rome faded, space for the 36 For the distinction of gens and populus as models of peoplehood in Late Antiquity, see Patrick J. Geary, Israel from the plagues of Egypt. 48 The Missa pro principe preserved in the eighth-century Bobbio Missal invokes God's help for the prince with the words: 'So let him, oh Lord, by the right hand of your virtue always be the victor in triumph over all adversaries, as you once helped Moses'. 49 The Carolingian period witnessed systematic attempts to extend the liturgy of war to the Christian people in the entire kingdom; everybody should take part in prayers, 
